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Abstract
In this paper, I discuss every aspect of the thesis film I made after seven years of film school. I reflect
upon the many rewrites, and differences between the original script versus the final product. The paper
mentions the process of working with the actors, as well as the visual motifs in the film. Certain
obstacles, such as a lack of production designer and the difficulty of obtaining a special effects makeup
artist are also discussed. I also go into post-production and things that I would have done differently if I
could do it all again. Lastly, I discuss what I have benefitted from going to film school for seven years, as
well as what I hope to do in the future with this experience.
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Thesis Reflection Paper
My original thesis prospectus about singing theatre kids feels like years ago. Never have
I had an idea for a project, only to completely change everything about it. Due to COVID-19,
that original story idea just wasn’t feasible, and I know it would’ve been a lesser film if I got rid
of too much. I decided to go back to the drawing board and figure out a new story to tell. I
knew I wanted to make a horror film since my last film, Retirement, didn’t go too far into the
horror elements. I also knew that I wanted to experiment with practical effects and include
some body horror into film. So after playing around with several ideas and talking extensively
with Katie Garagiola, I landed on Captivity, a script focused on an ending relationship during a
pandemic. And after playing around with several more ideas, I landed on what is now known as
“Paint’s Peeling”, a script focused on an ending relationship NOT during a pandemic. However,
the main character’s face happens to be peeling off.
Other than teaching, one of my goals for returning to UNO for Grad school was to continue
making films that explored the relationships between two people. The last two major films I
made for UNO (Party On and Retirement) each did this. The former being between two best
friends, and the latter being about a woman and her ailing father. Both of those films are drawn
from my personal experiences, as well as the experiences of who I was writing with at the time.
So I decided to continue that idea with my last UNO film, and focus on a couple. I initially used a
pandemic as a backdrop, but eventually disposed of that idea when I realized maybe people are
sick of the pandemic, including myself. After giving the person I was in a relationship with a
crack at the final draft, we decided to change a lot of elements. Emily Mouton gave the film her
perspective through her writing and changed the focus to one character. Wanting to include
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body horror, we came up with the idea of a peeling face. One, because it fit the themes of the
new story, and two, because it was easier than the zombie makeup that was proposed in the
original Captivity prospectus. The idea of a person putting on a face to make a relationship work
felt relatable. And making a film about that face slowly slipping away was a compelling idea at
the time. I wanted to avoid the cliché of an abusive boyfriend, so both characters are
sympathetic in a way. Riley can no longer pretend she’s happy in a relationship that’s going
nowhere. Adrian doesn’t take the time to understand what is wrong with her and thinks he can
“fix” her by asking what’s wrong. The breaking point comes when Riley discovers that Adrian is
not putting on a face. This is who he is. My biggest concern with going this route was people
being disinterested in their conflict, considering it can be vague. But the dynamic between the
two felt realistic and relatable, so I stuck to that. It was kind of an awkward situation,
considering there were plenty of elements that were taken from real life. After reading the
script, one of the crew members asked, “Are Nick and Emily ok?”. Maybe one day this will all
come up in conversation, but hopefully not.
One aspect of the script that I was trying to pay close attention to was the structure, and Riley’s
arc. For the teacher review of my second-year project, Erik Hansen felt that the main character
goes through the same character beat every time, and that there isn’t a progression. So for this
film, I wanted to really make sure that it feels like Riley is progressing towards something. The
condition of the peeling of her face visually shows her progression towards losing it.
The skeleton of the original Captivity prospectus was still present in the shooting script. Two
people, one house. I waited an extra semester to shoot this, which I’m glad I did considering
COVID wasn’t as bad at the time, and more of my normal crew was available. I had the extra
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benefit of shooting in the house I live in, since it looks like a house small enough for a young
couple. This mitigated a lot of the production challenges found on other student films, making
pre-production a relatively painless process. The script was written with Justin Davis and Ally
Miles in mind, ever since I saw them in a UNO play together, Fool for Love. They were both
eager to join the project. I almost had a crisis when Justin originally was going to say no,
because he told some other students that semester that he wasn’t doing any student projects,
so he could work on his own thesis. He quickly changed his mind. Working with them was the
absolute best part of working on this film. I was already friends with both, so it never felt
awkward. They were already friends, so they immediately had chemistry and were comfortable
with each other. In hindsight, maybe casting strangers would’ve been more appropriate,
considering their dynamic in the film, but it worked out regardless. One of best choices I ever
made during UNO was how we approached the rehearsal process. Since we were shooting in
my house, we rehearsed in the actual space. We one full rehearsal where we went over the
entire script and blocked everything out. Before shooting, we rehearsed one more time, but
just the scenes we were shooting the first weekend. After the first weekend of shooting, we
met again, focusing on the rest of the scene. This allowed us a lot of time to home in on the
performances of those scenes and the blocking. This freed up a ton of time on set, considering
everything was already blocked. Out of all the films I’ve done, I feel the best about the
performances in this film. It really felt like a collaboration between the three of us, and Justin
and Ally would often come up with great ideas.
At the beginning of rehearsals, I was concerned for Ally. She didn’t have much film
experience, so her performances felt very theatrical and dramatic. Luckily this was a big aspect
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in Kalo’s Performance and Direction class, so we were able to work on it until it wasn’t a
problem anymore. When rehearsing and shooting, we would often switch between two types
of performances for Ally, perhaps due to indecision on my part. One where she would play it a
little more aggressive and the other a little more subtle and sympathetic. Most of the takes I
used were the more sympathetic ones. Throughout shooting, I was concerned with the final
scene between Riley and Adrian. I always pictured Riley breaking down during that scene, which
wasn’t something we accomplished during rehearsals. But once we got to it on the final day,
there was one take where she completely broke down. So of course, that made it into the final
film. The performances are what I’m most proud of for this film.
I usually work with Mary McDade Casteel as the cinematographer, but due to scheduling
conflicts, she recommended working with Barry Cunningham. Already a skilled camera operator
from previous UNO shorts, I worked with as 1st AD for some of the UNO shorts he DP’d, so I was
already confident in his ability. There was the added bonus that he was able to get an ARRI
Alexa Mini for free to use. The only downside was that he’s still fairly new, and didn’t really
come up with shot ideas, so most of that fell on me. I actually learned a lot about
cinematography from that experience, so I ended up not minding. He was able to capture all
the ideas I had in mind, so I definitely enjoyed my experience with Barry, and would work with
him again, as well as recommend him to others.
There were a few visual motifs I had in mind when making this film, the most notable
being Riley’s face. So much of this film is focused on her face, and what’s happening to it. We
practically live in close-ups of Riley. Perhaps this is in direct response to people saying I used
too many close-ups in previous films, but I felt it was appropriate for this one. Another motif
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was using zooms. I feel that zooms accentuate a feeling of creepiness and are unsettling. One
idea was to start each scene with one, like The Shining, but this idea was cut. Overall, I don’t
think I accomplished using zooms to accentuate the horror, but I do think they accentuate
those particular moments, such as when Riley says “You have no idea what I’m going through”.
As far as the lighting goes, much of the credit goes to the gaffer, James Williams.
Together, we came up with the idea of the pinkish lighting in the final scene. Riley can be
herself in the bathroom. It’s like a world all too herself. When she finally goes too far with the
face peeling, the pink world of the bathroom spills out into the rest of her world. In concept I
really like this idea, and it looked great on set. This proved a challenge in color correction, but I
think the idea gets across.
After the script was locked, there were only two obstacles. One of them was the special
effects make-up. I had the hardest time finding someone to do makeup. I reached out to at
least ten people before someone pointed me to Ingrid Victoria’s Instagram. I only reached out
to professional artists because the thing that would make or break this film were the practical
effects. I simplified the effects as much as possible. Although she was very expensive, Ingrid
was able to do it, and I’d say she did a pretty good job. We luckily met up once with Ally before
the shoot to try the makeup, which was absolutely essential. She also found a way to apply the
effect quickly, so we never had to wait around for that. In the makeup test, we played around
with the idea of the side of her face hanging off, but it ended up looking much better when we
stuck to the forehead. After this experience, I would love to work with practical effects again, in
a much larger scale.
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The other obstacle was production design. I didn’t have huge plans as far as set
decoration, I still needed to turn it from my house into the house of this young couple. The
production designer I had just started working as a PA on set, so she had no time to plan or
gather set dec. But instead of telling me that she didn’t time, she insisted that she did. Once we
were a week away from shooting, Emily Mouton and I just did the work ourselves. Luckily, most
of the work consisted of wall art and curtains, so it wasn’t a big deal. One of the big regrets I
have in any of the films I’ve made in UNO is that I never took the production design aspect of
filmmaking as serious as I should’ve. I’ve always tended to just put up decorations that fit the
scene, but never thought too creatively about it. Taking Kevin Griffith’s Production Design class
as well as working with him and Diane Baas in the scene shop taught me a lot of design, and the
creative choices one can make when considering design. The example Kevin always uses are the
color of the props in American Beauty indicating whatever emotion that character was going
through at that time. In the future, I’d like to work with production designers who think that
way, not just people who can hang a picture on a wall. Production design-wise, the pink
bathroom worked out quite nicely, however, the bathroom was of course pink to begin with.
Production itself went about as smoothly as it could’ve. The script was short and
relatively simply, so we shot four days instead of six. This also helped with the crew, considering
a lot of the crew works on Fridays. Even then, we had short days nearly every day. I believe we
almost shot for twelve hours one day, but the others were 8-10 hours. The 1st AD had to leave
half-way through one of the days, and couldn’t make the last day, but we had that covered, so
it was a non-issue. For the most part, the crew was incredible and very efficient. Everyone
seemed like they were having a good time.
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Since I shot at the end of the semester, and would begin working, I wasn’t able to edit at
school. Around the time of production, I ordered a pre-made custom PC, which literally took
months to arrive, delaying post-production. But once, it arrived, editing went smoothly up until
the exporting process. I typically edit with Emily Poulliard in the room, but she was only present
for the first few scenes, then I went ahead and finished on my own.
The thing I’m most self-conscious about when it comes to this film is the edit itself.
When first watching it, I was worried (and still am to an extent) that people would find the
movie incredibly boring and slow paced. After all, most of the movie is just Riley and Adrian
talking. I expected that to be the main consensus after the private screening I did for feedback,
but the feedback was much more positive. There were comments of the pacing, so I ended up
cutting a couple scenes. One where Riley finds blood on the back of the shirt, and the scene
right after, where they have a small fight in the kitchen. Cutting those helped the pacing a lot
and cut the film down to around fourteen minutes without credits. The script is around
fourteen pages, so I’m happy with the current length.
After attending UNO for seven years, I definitely feel like I have a pretty good amount of
knowledge on most aspects of filmmaking, but the one I wish I studied harder at was post. I still
have so much trouble in the post process, it just never truly clicked for me. We never discussed
doing this, but Barry shot the film in ARRI Open Gate, which was a format I was completely
unfamiliar with. After having cropping and image sizing issues, James Roe recommended
exporting to DCI Flat, an exhibition format. I finally figured it out, but it bothers me still that I
couldn’t troubleshoot and find that solution. So after graduating, I still intend on studying post
and become more proficient in those areas.
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I didn’t work with the people I normally work with for sound design and original music
due to finances, so I ended up going with Erin Davis, which ended up being a good choice. She’s
a fan of horror and the short really appealed to her, so she was able to come up with some
great ideas quickly. The basic theme that plays throughout the film is just a series of two notes
(C & C-Sharp) that conflict with each other but are placed right next to each other. These notes
just place one after the other repeatedly, with some added synth and strings. It’s very simple,
but conveys the jarring relationship between the couple, and accentuates the thriller aspect of
the film. I initially pictured the film to be extremely quiet, and she imagined music all over the
place. We were able to meet in the middle, so now there’s music throughout without sacrificing
the quiet nature of the film. The quiet scenes help in adding tension to the film.
While this film is vastly different than the original Captivity prospectus, I believe it is
much stronger than what that initial movie would’ve been. I also believe this is much stronger
than what the musical would’ve been. When comparing the Paint’s Peeling script with the final
product, it’s very similar to what I imagined, minus some aspects of the prosthetics and some of
the music. The performances are better than I imagined. Because of this experience, the biggest
piece of advice I would give students working on their thesis is to try and spend as much time
rehearsing as possible. Without the rehearsal time, I don’t think the performances would have
been nearly as compelling as I think they are now, plus we would’ve wasted so much time on
set rehearsing and blocking. The importance of rehearsals is brought up by Henry Griffin in
probably every class he teaches.
The experience also taught me that going relatively simple to so important for a student
short film. Any time I have worked on a student film, and it’s gone terribly wrong, nine times
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out of ten it’s because they were too ambitious with their efforts, either due to not having time
to prepare for something so large, or just not being ready to handle such a colossal effort.
When being restricted like we were for COVID, it forced us to get creative to figure out
solutions to problems. As awful as the pandemic experience has been, I’m glad it forced me to
change my original thesis idea. It allowed me to focus on a character and relationship, which is
why I came to Grad school in the first place.
If I could do anything differently, one would obviously be to do everything as early as
possible. As soon as I even thought of doing something with practical effects, I should’ve locked
in someone for special effects makeup. I initially had someone, but they ended not being able
to do it, but I should’ve found a replacement immediately. Same goes for saving money for
post, as well as figuring out a solution to the production designer issue.
In my final year of Undergrad, James Roe mentioned to always try to shoot transitions
for each scene. This is something I still struggled with for Paint’s Peeling. I very much wish I shot
my b-roll and transitional footage, because that was something I struggled with a bit in editing.
That’s why the cuts to black are there, as a means to get us to the next scene. If I could redo
anything, I’d go back and shoot more. I think proper transitions would have made the edit feel
more cohesive and flowing, might have even helped the pacing.
My goals coming into the program were to teach and make more films. I always enjoyed
the idea of teaching a 2510-type class, and I like having the option to teach later on life. As far
as filmmaking, I really wanted to work on screenwriting, and making well-crafted character
studies. As the three years went on, I wanted to improve on everything. As an undergrad, I felt
that I was indecisive, not knowledgeable enough on certain aspects of post and cameras and
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couldn’t talk intelligibly with the actors. After three more years of working on films, making
films, and taking classes such as Henry’s Three C’s and Kalo’s Performance and Direction, I feel
that I improved in all the aspects I wanted. However, there’s a lot of room for improvement,
but I think I can take away all the experience from UNO, and really continue honing my craft.
I would like to continue making horror films. Maybe one day I’ll make an actual horror
film instead of these “kind of horror, kind of drama’ films. I love the idea of taking something
that is monstrous, or scary to most, and turning it into a metaphor for very real-life problems.
Many filmmakers have found Marvel-level success from making horror short films. Hopefully I
can meet great contacts while working in the industry, while still having time to continue
making films with the same people I’ve been making films with since my first year as an
Undergrad at UNO.
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filmmaking started in high school, leading him to move to New Orleans to attend the University
of New Orleans, where he received a Bachelor’s of Arts in Film in 2018. After graduating, he
applied to UNO’s graduate program to pursue a Master’s in Film Arts.
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